Critically discuss the role of offender profiling

This essay will give a critical explanation of the use of offender profiling, both in the United Kingdom and America. However, it is integral to firstly understand offender profiling. 
The process of offender profiling, is the collection of all available data concerning a criminal act, collaborated in order to form a ‘profile’ of the perpetrator who is unknown. The profile would usually outline the characteristics of an offender personality and behaviour based on the analysis of the data. Although, the beginning of profiling an individual started as written personality profiles, it has significantly increased over the years and is not referred under any verbal, investigative, interview and crime linkage advice, as well as the common profiling, (Gekoski & Gray, 2011). It is usually used in many professions, including law enforcement, psychologists, academics and consultants, as an investigative tool to decrease the range of suspects to a more compact scale, (Fox & Farrington, 2018). That being said, it has been reported that the significant increase of the use of profiling over the years is less to do with the empirical evidence to support the use, but rather due to the highlighting and boasting of the media regarding the successful cases of profiling. Thus, leading to a poor correlation between the understanding of profiling and profiling capabilities, (Dowden et al, 2007). Although the use of profiling within violent or serial crimes has significantly increased over the years, it is unable to give an exact suspect, however, decreases the potential list of suspects to a more manageable amount, which leads to valuable recourses being used more efficiently, (Rogers, 2003). Offender profiling, within certain countries, may be exempt at court as a form of evidence and therefore should be used with caution within an investigation, (Goodwill et al, 2009). 
The form of profiling used in the UK is geographical, which focuses exclusively on narrowing down the location of an offender. This is based on numerous theories that suggest an association between the location of a crime and the offender, (Mburu & Helbich, 2014). One such theory is that by Cohen and Felson, (1979), which focuses solely on routine activities, and insinuates crime as an event. Furthermore, their theory states a criminal act occurs due to certain changes within a likely offender’s daily activities. The theory believes that a crime is usually committed where a criminal feels comfortable, such as near their home, work or leisure activities, however, has arisen due to opportunity. The opportunities are believed to consist of elements motivating the offender, or a lack of guardian for the target. Although this theory is popular in the profiling methodology of the UK, it has been argued that a more modernised take should be evaluated and put in place. This is due to the theory lacking the explanations of more contemporary crimes, one of which includes cybercrime. Cybercrime is defined as a criminal act against an individual through an electronic device and in ‘cyberspace’, therefore it can be debated whether the routine activity theory is applicable to this form of crime due to the focus of the theory on spatial opportunity regarding the offender, (Yar, 2005). Regardless, the use of crime mapping is still believed to hold a crucial role in understanding crime and criminality, although the use of geographical pinpointing during profiling was lacking due to the popularity of defining an offender’s characteristics, it has since been found to hold appreciation once more by criminologists, (Ratcliffe, 2010). It is believed that geographical location may be as significant to a crime as the motivation of the offender, especially within larger, more urban areas, with the fluctuation of prime criminal acts being referred to as ‘hot spots’. Thus, leading to the use of hotspot mapping, which is an analytic technique used within law enforcement, aiding in the visual identification of the highest criminal locations. This is done by using past data concerning criminality to predict future actions, on the basis of criminal patterns. Due to the use of hotspot mapping, more efficient recourses are able to be deployed to these areas, in a bid to decrease the number of criminal acts occurring, (Chainey et al, 2008). There are believed to be two different types of offenders, the marauder who stays within an area close and the commuter, who travels to commit their crimes. Previous studies have found that the most common offenders to be marauders are stranger rapists and serial arsonist, while it is difficult to determine the category in which a serial burglar fit. Nonetheless, research suggests that offenders who start as marauders can develop into commuter, therefore believing a perpetrator fits into a typology is ill-advised, (Grana & Windell, 2021). 
One method of profiling is Criminal geographic profiling, this specific tool aids in the analysing of known crime locations in order to determine an estimate on the residence of a serial offender. Although this is a popular method of profiling, it focuses on finding the residence within the area of the crimes and does not consider offenders who commute, (Mburu & Helbich, 2014). This method is based on the assumptions that the offender has not moved location, and that similar crimes within the same area are classified as ‘linked’ crimes committed by the same offender. However, if there are multiple offenders it is assumed that they reside within the same area, or within a short distance between them, (Rossmo & Velarde, 2008). Despite these assumptions, there has been strong indications of a “buffer zone”, where it is believed some offenders have the morality not to commit a crime close to their homes, to ensure a form of anonymity or to deter the focus of a suspect to another area, away from their residence. Consequently, it could be argued that the criminal geographic profiling methodology lacks the ability to give a definitive location of an offender. In contrast, geographical profiling, is able to provide a probability of an offender being at the location it provides, while also evaluating the scenarios is which the offender has travelled in order to commit the crime, (Rossmo et al, 2016). This is most commonly associated with distance decay, where it is recognised that the further an offender travels from their home, the probability of them partaking in an offence likely decreases, although there has not been found a correlation between the distance travelled and the frequency of offences. There are many theories concerning distance decay, one of which believes that if offences were to decline significantly faster within the proximity of the offender’s residence, the home has a substantial influence over the geographical locations of the crimes being committed, whereas a smaller, slower decline is believed to be due to the homes of the offenders serving as less worth, (Hammond & Youngs, 2011). Research has found, that using the mathematical approach of geographic profiling, there is an accuracy in the logistics, with serial offender’s place of residence being within the top 10% of prioritized locations, (Snook et al, 2004). In conclusion, the UK approach to profiling is more on a statistical basis, holding more empirical evidence and is able to narrow the police is field of enquiry, saving recourses. Alternatively, the American method of profiling, takes on a more behavioural approach, (Daéid, 1997). 
The behavioural approach to profiling, seeks to predict an offender’s behavioural traits, personality and demographic characteristics through analysing the crime scene and evidence, although it is believed to hold no convincing indication that it is consistent or effective. As a consequence, there is no singular technique in behavioural profiling, nonetheless there are two common types of profilers used in an investigation. The first being a clinical profiler that utilizes their previous experiences and knowledge to conclude a profile of an unknown perpetrator based solely on that specific case, while the statistical profiler identifies offenders who have committed similar criminal acts and analyses their traits in order to form a profile, (Snook et al, 2008). This form of profiling has also become known as typology, with the most commonly used being the organized-disorganized dichotomy originating from the FBI. This approach believes that offenders can be categorized into either the organised group, where the offence was well planned, or the disorganised, where an offence was more spur-of-the-moment. These are based off of the crime scene evidence, while offenders can also be organised by background characteristics, therefore organised offenders are believed to be high functioning, while disorganised are usually seen as low functioning. Thus, leading to the belief that there is a correlation between the criminal and the criminal act, moreover, an organised criminal would commit an organised crime and vice versa, (Snook et al, 2008). The model has become increasingly popular and is now referred to as crime scene analysis, consisting of six steps. These being: profiling inputs, decision process models, crime assessment, criminal profile, and the investigation and apprehension of the offender. Despite this being the most commonly used model of profiling within America, it could be argued that there are numerous variables that can manipulate a crime, therefore the offender may be categorised within the wrong group, or show considerable complexities being unable to be categorised solely within one group, (Rogers, 2003). 
Homology is the word to describe the corresponding relationship between the actions of an offender and their characteristics, believing that there should be a congruency between the criminal act and the offenders true self. In spite of this, there is little evidence in support of homology, with an argument being that the evidence is subjective depending on the researcher. It is also difficult to interpret the reasoning behind an offender’s actions, as it may be influenced by the need to control, sexual pleasure or the desire to harm and possibly kill their victims, (Goodwill et all, 2016). John Douglas and Bob Ressler during the late 1970s conducted numerous interviews with incarcerated serial killers in order to establish a better understanding of common characteristics, that could better aid in future criminal acts. That being said, the gentleman interviewing has been found to have no knowledge or training regarding research in the particular field and have themselves referred to the interviews as more of an informal event. Therefore, the evidence can be seen as dismissible on the basis of it involving solely killers and a convenience sample who agreed to partake in the research. Furthermore, the model is only relevant to the North of America, given that the interviews were not carried out globally, and therefore the outcomes of other regions may find differing characteristics of serial killers. Regardless, the FBI created the behavioural unit, using the information collected from these interviews, (Devery, 2010). On the contrary, the top-down approach used within the FBI, has combined the interviews with the experiences underwent by homicide detectives and not all types of criminal acts are suitable for this particular method, as within some crimes the personality of the perpetrator is not evident. There is a significant lack of evidence surrounding the success rate of this approach to profiling due to the FBI being unwilling to disclose files, therefore it is difficult to determine the validity, (Jackson et al, 1997). There has been a case concerning the “mad bomber” who resided within New York city., for 16 years the offender planted approximately 30 bombs in various places, alluding police. The police desperately asked the assistance of a psychiatrist, who created a profile based on common knowledge and psychological theories, once the perpetrator was caught it was found how precise the profile was. In regard to this instance, it could be argued that behavioural profiling works, with much research expanding on psychological theories and models to better aid law enforcement, (Winerman, 2004). An example of this, is a study Canter (1996) conducted on rape victims, who found that the sexual violation is usually concurrent, however the non-physical acts distinguished between them, such as apologising or taking a souvenir. This knowledge on rapists can aid law enforcement by forming a more specific profile of an offender’s characteristics. That being said, many psychologists have drawn attention to the notion the FBIs methodology has formed a misrepresentation of psychological theories, which has led to films being created from these misconceptions and the public basing their knowledge of profiling on these films. Due to this, systematic research has been conducted, with each concluding the falsity of public opinion and in extension the FBI has on serial killers, (Carson & Bull, 2003). 
To conclude, profiling within the United Kingdom and America differs considerably, with the UK focusing mainly on geographical location and America determining an offender’s behaviour and personality. However, both techniques use all evidence collected from the crime scene to form their conclusions. The UK profiling method has been found to have more concrete empirical evidence in support of its accuracy, with the creation of new methodologies originating from the original theory. Previous studies have concluded the ability of this profiling in aiding law enforcement in locating a serial offender and significantly decreasing the number of recourses that would have been used initially. That being said, the theory on marauders and commuters does cause a difficulty in pinpointing a specific region, due to the inability to know which category the offender resides. In comparison, the American version of profiling is inconsistent with the empirical evidence for and against, with the majority of past research claiming mainly limitations to the method. The methodology in question has not received as much criticism as the way in which it started, with the FBI using two unqualified interviewers to talk to serial killers, in order to better understand the characteristics, they share. However, there are many limitations to the way in which this was conducted, including being solely killers, all based within America and conducted by unqualified individuals. It has also been insinuated that the FBI lacks sincere understanding of true serial characteristics of serial killers.  Due to this, it can be argued the UK method of profiling is more efficient and holds higher validity in comparison to the American method. 
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