
Forensic
Psychology and
the Criminal
Mind
What is Crime?



Aims of the 
Module:

 To enable students to 
critically appraise the 
complex biological, 
environmental and 
psychological factors which 
impact upon criminality, 
judicial and rehabilitative 
processes, and the 
investigation of crime. 



Learning 
outcomes:

❖Critically consider how psychological knowledge and research has 
informed our understanding of the causes and consequences of 
criminality; 

❖Critically appraise the role of psychology in informing judicial 
processes; 

❖Critically apply evidence- based practice in an attempt to identify 
and respond effectively to a range of criminal populations; 

❖Take responsibility for their own learning and skill development; 
including effective personal planning, self-reflection and project 
management skills. 



Things to 
consider:

What behaviours can be considered a crime? 

Violence against a person /animal? 

Why are sports such as boxing not considered as criminal 
acts? 

Sexual offences? 

What do you think about capital punishment? 

And the death penalty? 



Are these 
behaviours 
ever 
appropriate?

❖Spraying C.S. Gas into 
someone's face 

❖Setting fire to a drink or 
food substance 

❖Breaking someone`s 
nose 

❖Exceeding the speed 
limit 

❖Carrying a gun 

❖Cannibalism 



Today`s 
session:

❖The definition and 
measurement of crime

❖Official Crime Statistics 

❖The Social Context of 
Crime 

❖Victims of Crime 

❖Modern Criminology



A definition:

“Crimes...are acts 
attracting legal 
punishment. [They] are 
offences against the 
community” 

Blackburn (1993; p. 5)

Crimes have 
consequences that may 
range from trivial to 
highly injurious. 

They also: 

❖Are socially 
disapproved of, 

❖Involve the violation of 
moral rules.

However, Blackburn notes 
exceptions to these 
conditions 



What about?

❖What about... 

❖Using work stationery 
for personal use? 

❖Exceeding the speed 
limit? 

❖Possessing marijuana? 

❖Consensual sex 
between 15-year-olds? 



“The core of 
criminal law is 
the same, but 
the border 
moves” 
(Feldman, 
1993; p4).

❖Sexual conduct 

❖Drugs and alcohol 

❖Religious conduct

❖Criminal law in these 
areas varies greatly over 
time and between 
different places. 

❖Are there any acts that 
everyone can agree are 
deserving of legal 
punishment? 



Moving 
borders:

Most societies condemn murder, rape and theft, 
however, whilst these are considered crimes pretty much 
everywhere, the definition of many acts as criminal 
depends on which societies you look at, and when. 

Feldman’s ‘moving borders’ might include laws about 
sexual conduct, drug and alcohol use and religious 
conduct. 

❖E.g. UK laws have previously prohibited adultery and 
consensual sex between men, both of which are now legal in 
the UK but not necessarily elsewhere. 

❖In the US, prohibition banned alcohol between 1919 and 1933 
but not before or after, just as in many countries' alcohol is 
still illegal.



Actus Reus 
and Mens Rea:

❖The prevailing Western legal view is that a crime involves: 

❖Actus Reus – a voluntary act (the guilty action) 

❖Mens Rea – an intention to commit the act (the state of 
mind) 
❖Does this distinguish between crimes and non-crimes? 
❖In this view, acts that are not chosen by the individual 

are not crimes. 
❖E.g. an injury caused by a person who was having an 

epileptic fit satisfies neither the mens rea nor the actus 
reus criterion. 
❖A person who acts under compulsion (e.g. a bank 

manager who opens the bank vault to a gang who are 
holding close relatives' hostage and threatening to kill 
them) does not satisfy the actus reus criterion since the 
act is not voluntary, even if it is intentional. 
❖However, in reality the legal picture is more 

complicated. 



British Law:

❖However, a general principle of British law is that 
‘ignorance of the law is no excuse.` 

❖Second, there are some ‘strict liability’ offences where 
a person’s intentions are considered irrelevant to their 
guilt (i.e. to have carried out the act is enough). 

❖E.g. In UK law a man who has sexual intercourse with a 
girl under 13 years is guilty of rape regardless of what 
he believed her age to be. 

❖Third, there is the issue of establishing mens rea 
where it is legally relevant. This is difficult in cases 
where it is claimed that a person could not have 
prevented themselves from acting in violation the law 
(e.g. through mental illness). 



One example:

❖Leslie Gadsby killed his father in February 2004, and his mother in 
March 2010. Following the death of his father he was held at 
medium-security unit. 

❖He was conditionally discharged in 2006 following a Mental 
Health Review Tribunal and moved to supported housing. 

❖Conditions of his release were that he must not go within 200 
metres of his mother's house, though they regularly met for lunch 
with his key workers. 

❖His mental health continued to deteriorate, and he finally killed 
his mother, stabbing her five times. 

❖He was jailed in 2011 after admitting Mrs Gadsby's manslaughter 
with diminished responsibility and was detained for life at a high 
security Hospital. 



Leslie Gadsby

This example illustrates the 
problem of criminal responsibility, 
which is one of several areas where 
the fields of legal and 
psychological knowledge may 
come into conflict. 

Usually insanity claims fall under 
automatism or diminished 
responsibility. 

Under British law, the M’Naghten
rule, which governs the use of a 
plea of insanity, a person may be 
found not guilty of a crime by 
reason of insanity, if at the time 
they suffered from a ‘disease of the 
mind’ such that they either did not 
know what they were doing, or did 
not know it was against the law.



However:

❖For many Psychologists these criteria ‘set the bar too 
high’ and impute criminal responsibility to people who 
should not be held responsible. 

❖In recognition of this, there is `diminished 
responsibility` which reduces the crime of murder to 
manslaughter if a defendant can show that their 
mental capacity was ‘substantially impaired’ when they 
carried out the crime. 

❖(NB. they are still guilty, only to a lesser extent). 

❖A fundamental area of conflict between legal and 
psychological understandings of crime arises from the 
fact that the legal view of human behaviour is 
predicated on the idea that people choose how they 
act and their choices are the causes of their actions.



The issue:

❖There is, therefore, an 
explicit endorsement of the 
idea of free will in the legal 
view of crime. 

❖However, most 
Psychologists take a 
deterministic view of 
behaviour where every action 
has a cause, and each cause 
has causes of its own. 

❖Since the chains of causation 
that determine a person’s 
actions ultimately extend 
outside the person it could be 
argued that no-one actually 
chooses how they act, which 
undermines the legal 
conception of criminal 
responsibility.



What can we 
agree upon?

❖What we can agree upon, is 
that crime violates the law of 
a particular society at a 
particular time. 

❖Beyond that, ‘crime’ is a 
social construction – it means 
different things to different 
people in different societies 
and at different times. 

❖Crime is not a natural 
category of behaviour. 

❖This leaves open the 
question of what it is that 
Forensic Psychologists 
should study. 

There are two choices - 1. A 
legal definition 

But, this is unsatisfactory 
because Psychology must 
study natural phenomena; the 
law, changing as it does, does 
not fit this criteria easily.



What can we 
agree upon?

❖Or 2. Adopt a broader 
definition of crime, to include 
harmful and antisocial 
behaviour which may fall 
outside the legal definition of 
crime. 

❖Blackburn (1993) suggests the 
conscious breaking of rules. 
People who understand that an 
act they are contemplating is a 
crime, know that it attracts 
punishment, yet carry it out 
anyway. 

❖Looked at this way, Forensic 
Psychology encompasses not 
only law-breaking but other 
types of rule breaking and acts, 
such as aggression in children. 



Conclusions:

Some basic conclusions: 

❖A crime is an act that violates 
the criminal law of a 
particular society at a 
particular time. 

❖‘Crime’ is not a natural or 
homogenous category of 
behaviour. 

❖So Forensic Psychologists 
study-

❖Crime as legally defined, and 

❖Harmful antisocial behaviour 
(‘criminal’ or not)



Knowledge 
and meaning:

“one common feature is 
the knowledge of the 
lawbreaker that it attracts 
legal punishment [...] 

rule breaking is a 
meaningful [...] focus for 
criminological 
psychology.” 

Blackburn (1993; p.17)



Moderating 
and mediating 
factors:

❖What issues arise in 
defining crime? 

❖Moderating and 
mediating factors… 

❖Age = moderator 

❖SES = mediator. 

❖A moderator is something 
that acts upon a variable and 
changes its direction or 
strength. 

❖Age can moderate the 
likelihood of an individual 
committing a crime. As you 
get older your propensity to 
crime is reduced…

❖A mediator is a go-between 
for two variables. It explains 
the process through which 
two variables are related.  

❖SES can affect the 
relationship between 
Employment and Criminality



Usually:

Age

Crime

SES

 Crime
unemploy

ment



Where does 
Forensic 
Psychology 
originate 
from?

❖The term literally translates 
`Psychology in the context of Law` 

❖Forensic Psychology took off in 
the 1980`s but its history goes 
back centuries to when 
`diminished responsibility` and 
fitness for trial were introduced 
into the legal system.

❖ Diminished responsibility 16th 
century 

❖Expert witness 17th century 

❖Mental illness and crime 18th 
century 

❖Criminology 18th century 

❖First official crime statistics: 
France (1827) 



Early concepts 
of criminality:

❖One of the earliest concepts 
in relation to Forensic 
Psychology was 
KLEPTOMANIA (1816) which 
refers to `stealing insanity`. 

❖Characterised by impulses to 
steal negligible value goods, 
not out of economic 
necessity, accompanied by 
elation or a sense of relief – 
often affecting women. 

❖Some argued it was a form 
of repressed sexual desire or 
a form of penis envy, stealing 
phallic symbols. 

❖It still exists in DSM(5)



Early concepts 
of crime:

❖Crime is not seen in isolation. 

❖It is affected by many factors. For example: 

❖Media Representation. 

❖The different interpretations of crime statistics. 

❖Crime research suggests that nearly half of men admit 
to committing at least one offence, and a third of 
women. 

❖International comparisons of crime demonstrate 
variations across the world. 

❖The variety of criminal justice systems worldwide 
show how the principles of crime are not universally 
applicable. 



Question:

In which ways might the 
true extent of crime be 
distorted by looking at: 

1. The numbers of 
people convicted of 
various types of 
offence? 

2. The numbers of 
people imprisoned for 
various types of 
offence? 



Crime 
Statistics:

❖Working out how much 
crime takes place is not easy. 

❖Attempts to measure crime 
give a misleading picture of 
how much there is. 

❖Different ways of measuring 
offending biases the 
measurement in various 
ways. 

❖This does not mean that 
crime statistics are useless, 
but it does mean that no 
single measure can be relied 
upon to tell ‘the whole truth’ 
about the extent of crime. 

❖Where does the information 
come from? 

❖Official statistics 

❖Crimes reported to the 
police 

❖Court & prison statistics 

❖General population 
surveys 

❖Victimisation surveys 

❖Offender surveys 

❖Problems?

❖How and why?



Problems:

❖An obvious source of 
information on the 
extent of crime is the 
police. 

❖The police compile 
records of the crimes 
that come to their 
attention, divided into 
types: 
❖Violence against the 

person, 

❖Sexual crimes,

❖ Burglary, 

❖Vehicle crimes etc. 

❖These give an 
indication of whether 
crime is increasing or 
decreasing and allow 
geographical 
comparisons. However, 
there are many sources 
of bias. 

❖The courts record 
convictions, and the 
prison system records 
how many offenders are 
in prison and what for. 



Why?

❖The Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) may decide that there is 
insufficient evidence to mount a prosecution. 

❖The jury may not be convinced by the prosecution’s case. 

❖It may also be that a prolific offender is tried and convicted of only 
one or a few of many offences they have actually committed.

❖ Consequently, statistics on criminal convictions may also 
underestimate the true extent of crime. 

❖Prison statistics suffer from the same problems with the 
additional issue that they also reflect sentencing policies that may 
be politically determined. 

❖E.g. government ‘crackdown’ on drug offences or burglaries, 
translating into harsher sentencing policies, resulting in more 
imprisonments despite actual rates of offending remaining 
unchanged.



Surveys:

General population surveys: 

❖Provided the sample is 
sufficiently large and 
representative, this approach 
may avoid some of the biasing 
factors that affect official 
crime statistics. 

Offender surveys: 

❖In a general population 
offender survey randomly 
selected members of the 
population are asked about the 
crimes they have committed 
recently. 

❖Whilst this approach is likely to 
detect some crimes that have 
escaped police attention, they 
are likely to be biased by 

❖1. a tendency to under-report 
and 2. the perpetrators of 
more serious offences are 
more likely to have been 
detected and convicted, 
removing them from the 
sampling frame.



The British 
crime Survey:

❖In the UK the BCS samples a large number of people about their 
experiences of crime and victimization in the previous year and 
their attitudes. 

❖The BCS produces estimates of the crime rate that are 
substantially higher than official figures. Only about half of the 
crimes recorded by the BCS are reported to the police. 

❖The BCS is considered the most accurate measure but is also 
affected by biasing factors. 

❖It relies on respondents’ willingness to report victimization, which 
they may not. 

❖It also records incidents that the police might regard as ‘no crime’ 
so there could be a tendency for some types of offence to be over 
reported. 

❖The BCS only samples individuals, so crimes against companies 
are not recorded and neither are crimes where the victim is not a 
person (e.g. vandalism of bus shelters).

❖Until 2010, the BCS was limited to adults. From 2010, however, 
children aged 10-15 have been included in the results. 



But:

❖Each of these measures provide a different perspective on the 
extent of crime. 

❖Different measures are useful for different purposes. E.g. even 
though police statistics tend to underestimate the crime rate, they 
may still provide useful information about offending trends. 

❖This, however, assumes that biased reporting remains constant 
over time, but changing public attitudes may affect the rate of 
reporting. E.g. If the number of reported rapes increase, there is a 
question of whether more rapes were committed, or victims were 
more likely to report having been raped. 

❖This raises a third issue. Definitions of crime change over time 
producing artefacts in measures of crime. In the example of rape, 
until 2003 English law only allowed for women to be the victims of 
rape, making it difficult to compare statistics before and after this 
date.



The `Dark 
Figure`:

❖There is a ‘dark figure’ of 
unreported and 
unrecorded crime 

❖Generally, the more 
serious crimes are more 
likely to be noticed & 
reported, so much of the 
dark figure consists of 
less serious crime… 

❖Or does it?



Biases or 
observations?

What about Fraud, embezzlement, tax evasion? 

❖Biases in the criminal justice system?

❖The odds-on women being imprisoned - 2% 

❖The odds-on men being imprisoned - 11% 

❖The odds-on black people being imprisoned compared to white - 
19%-3% 

❖The odds-on black men being imprisoned compared white men - 
32%-6% 

❖64% of persons jailed are of ethnic minority 



The extent of 
criminality?

`Once a criminal, always a 
criminal…` 

❖The media promotes the 
publicity of serious crime. 

❖Also, people's perceptions of 
crime and their vulnerability 
is varied. 



Final 
conclusions:

❖Crime is not easy to 
measure. 

❖Crime statistics are not 
necessarily accurate. 

❖Criminal activity is diverse 
and subject to change across 
culture and time. 

❖Public perceptions and 
beliefs about crime are 
influenced by many factors. 

This poses a problem for 
psychologists, particularly 
when aiming to explain 
criminality and devise 
successful rehabilitation 
strategies.
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