
OFFENDER PROFILING
Forensic psychology and 

the criminal mind



WHAT IS IT?

Offender profiling is grounded in the belief that 
it is possible to work out the characteristics of an 
offender by examining the characteristics of 
their offences. As Ainsworth (2001; p.7) puts it,

“profiling generally refers to the process of 
using all the available information about a 
crime, a crime scene, and a victim in order to 
compose a profile of the (as yet) unknown 
perpetrator.”

Or, “the inferring of an offender`s characteristics 
from the crime scene behaviour.”



Clearly, then, there is a close relationship 
between profiling and ‘conventional’ detective 
work.

However, profiling differs from conventional 
detection in its attempt to use information about 
how an offence was committed to make 
suggestions about the characteristics of the 
offender. 

Profiling cannot tell police exactly who committed 
an offence, but it potentially can make 
predictions about the characteristics an offender 
is likely to possess. 

This can help police target their investigation 
more effectively and prioritise suspects once they 
have been identified.



HOW DO 
POLICE 
TYPICALLY 
SOLVE 
CASES?

Collection and analysis of data and information from 
the crime scene

Pursue different lines of enquiry

Case construction 

BUT, the `WHODUNNIT` is a little different:

Initial response, collection and examination of the crime 
scene

Information burst, Quick generation of substantial 
information

Suspect development

Suspect targeting

Case construction



THE FBI AND 
CSA

Data assimilation- From police 
reports, crime scene photographs, 
pathologists reports.

Crime classification- Organised or 
disorganised (For FBI/CSA 
profiling only).

Scene reconstruction- Generating 
hypotheses from crime sequence, 
modus operandi.

Profile generation- Demographic 
characteristics, physical 
characteristics, behavioural habits.



CRIME 
SIGNATURE 
AND MODUS 
OPERANDI

Crime signature-

A crime`s signature characteristics reflect 
things which happen during the 
commissioning of a crime but are 
idiosyncratic to the offender.

Modus operandi-

The way in which a person performs a 
task, which is applied to crime. They are 
not necessarily fixed but are changed in 
the light of experience.



MAIN 
QUESTIONS:

Does it work? Is it common sense?

If not, why not?
What is the 
evidence?

Which type do we 
use: FBI, Investigative, 

Typological or 
Geographical?



THE MAIN APPROACHES TO PROFILING 
(UK: BOTTOM UP)

The geographical approach – this looks at patterns in 
the location and timing of offences to make judgements 
about links between crimes and suggestions about where 
offenders live and work. 

Investigative psychology – this grew out of 
geographical profiling and uses established 
psychological theories and methods of analysis to predict 
offender characteristics from offending behaviour. 

Despite it`s prevalence in the media, it is only used in the 
minority of cases. 



AMERICAN (TOP DOWN) APPROACHES

This originated from the FBI in 
1979 - crime scene analysis. 

Evidence from the crime scene 
is compared to patterns from 

previous crimes to predict 
future crimes and where.

The FBI interviewed 36 serial 
killers and rapists including 

Charles Manson.

The interviews suggested that 
murders and rapists can be 

classified into different types 
according to motive, level of 
violence, likelihood of repeat 

offences etc.

The interview data eventually 
formed VICAP (violent 
criminal apprehension 

programme) to develop 
psychological profiles.

Reports of murders are sent 
to the Investigative Support 

Unit and added to the 
database.

The unit identified two 
different types of murders: 

organised and disorganised.



COMPARE 
AND 

CONTRAST…

How are geographical and typological offender 
profiling similar and different?

❖Purpose

❖Assumptions

❖Use of categories/types

❖Types of crime applicable

❖Evidence base



EVALUATION

There is considerable debate 
about which of these 
approaches is the most 
effective way of profiling 
offenders and, indeed, whether 
psychological profiling has 
anything useful to offer at all. 

There is also an ongoing 
debate about whether offender 
profiling is an art or a science 
and the extent to which a 
scientific approach to offender 
profiling is possible.



GEOGRAPHICAL 
PROFILING 
(BRITISH 
BOTTOM UP 
APPROACH)

Geographical profiling has much to offer the 
police. It is of considerable value in helping 
them determine how to deploy resources, 
allows informed judgements to be made about 
which crimes are linked and can contribute 
significantly to the task of narrowing down a 
list of suspects.

It also helps prioritize an area and predict 
where an offender may live.

It is based on well-established psychological 
principles and conducted in a scientific manner: 
hypotheses are developed which can be tested 
against evidence and modified or rejected as 
the evidence dictates.



GEOGRAPHICAL 
PROFILING CAN 
BE USED TO:

Identify which offences 
are linked) and which are 
not, which helps to focus 

investigations.

Predict characteristics of 
the offender(s) to target 
investigative efforts and 

prioritise suspects.

Understand the link 
between offending and 

location; why certain 
places attract more crime 

than others and why, 
some addresses are 

repeatedly victimized 
and some are left alone.

Help police/other official 
bodies target crime 

prevention resources in 
the right areas and in the 

right way.



MAIN 
GEOGRAPHICAL 
PROFILING 
PRINCIPLES

Distance decay: offenders will only travel as 
far as they have to (if all other factors are 
equal)

Rational choice  theory/ cost benefit analysis: 
when deciding where to offend, weigh up pro`s 
and con`s. 

This relates to spatial behaviour and includes the least-effort 
principle where offenders are more likely to act on the first 
opportunity and the idea of a buffer zone. It exhibits a 
constant tension between the offender’s desire to divert 
attention from his home base and the desire to travel no 
further than necessary to commit crimes.

RAT( routine activity theory): the focus of routine 
activity is the study of crime as an event, highlighting 
its relation to space and time and emphasizing its 
ecological nature and the implications thereof.



ROUTINE 
ACTIVITY 
THEORY: 

Originally developed in 1979 by Felson and 
Cohen, RAT has been extended and 

broadened in its approach to crime analysis.

RAT intended to change the focus from the 
criminal to the crime itself and go beyond a 

`general` theory of crime.

Felson saw 3 factors as necessary for 
explaining the crime- the target, the offender 

and the guardian. In its present form there 
are 6 key elements which help explain crime.

In addition he summarises the theory in 
fifteen main points.



15 KEY POINTS FOR RAT:

1. Most crime is ordinary

2. Crime feeds from ordinary routines

3. Illegal acts are subject to policy control

4. Crime begins to be understood with 
target, offender and guardian

5. Small slices of time and space are 
more important than larger units

6. Statistical relationships are strong 
between routine activity and crime risk

7. Strong data and software allows for 
greater precision 

8. some people do a lot of crime, a lot of 
people together do a lot

9. some targets are particularly at risk

10. you do not have to think big

11. RAT approach can grow

12. RAT can be applied to cyberspace

13. RAT applies to co-offending and 
organised crime

14. Rat can converge with other theories

15. The principles extend beyond culture 
and society



AN EXAMPLE 
OF RAT 
(ROUTINE 
ACTIVITY 
THEORY)

Canter (2003), 
described a 

computerized system 
called Dragnet, which 
uses information about 

the location of 
offences to predict 

where an offender is 
likely to live.

Dragnet was fed 
information about 
linked rapes in Las 
Vegas. The map 

produced by Dragnet 
suggested 

probabilities that the 
offender responsible 
was based in certain 

areas. 

An investigating 
officer was able to 

use his knowledge of 
the local area to 

narrow the focus of 
the investigation to an 

apartment block, 
where the offender 

was arrested (Canter, 
2003).

Based on the work of 
Canter, Rossmo (2000) 
has his own version of 

DRAGNET: RIGEL, 
which is now used 

widely in serious crime 
analysis.



DRAGNET ANALYSIS: JUSTIN PORTER`S HOME AND 
LOCATION OF ATTACKS



MORE PRINCIPLES…

❖Mental maps: Spatial awareness of where is easily 
accessible.

❖Crime linkage: (Bennell & Canter 2002). 

❖RIGEL: Rossmo (2000). An algorithm technique to analyse the 
spatial locations of serial crimes. 

❖Marauder versus Commuter offender (Canter 1994).



APPLICATION OF PROFILING

David Canter, a leading investigative psychologist was 
approached by the police to help in an investigation into 
a series of rapes and murders in London in the mid 
1980s. 

Using the information on the crimes supplied by the police, 
Canter applied psychological principles to suggest where the 
offender was living (in the area of the first three attacks), the 
type of job he did (semi-skilled labour, possibly connected to 
the railways), the sort of social life he had (a loner with only one 
or two close male friends) and his history of offending. 

Canter’s profile allowed the police to review their list of 
suspects and prioritise John Duffy for further 
investigation. He was placed under observation and 
subsequently arrested, charged, tried and convicted. 
Canter’s profile proved to be remarkably accurate. 



MARAUDERS AND COMMUTERS.

This distinction has arisen due to 
Canter & Rossmo`s idea of 
developing `typologies`.

Offenders are either marauders 
or commuters.

Marauders move outwards 
changing direction each time 
they commit crimes. Therefore 
their home range and criminal 

range overlap.

Commuters travel away 
because they are in search of a 

particular victim outside their 
home range, thus making their 
criminal range differ to their 

home range.

Research shows, that the 
marauder pattern is common 

with serial rapists and arsonists; 
however, research shows that 
offenders can change their 

typology, thus questioning the 
usefulness of the distinction.



TIMING OF OFFENCES 

However, the prevailing type of crime varies over the course of the year. Street robberies 
increase in September and October, when large numbers of new students arrive. Burglaries, 
however, peak at Christmas, Easter and over the summer, as this is when large numbers of 

student-occupied properties are left empty.

Similarly, there tend to be clusters of crime centred around universities or areas with high 
levels of student residence. This is what routine activity theory might predict, as university 

students present an opportunity for offenders.

Ainsworth (2001) stresses that geographical information about offending becomes much more 
useful when it is combined with temporal information. For example, a spate of burglaries that 

occur between 3pm and 4pm might be carried out by teenaged offenders, since this is the 
time when the typical British school day finishes, and teenagers will be travelling home. 



GEOGRAPHICAL PROFILING: GENERAL 
ISSUES

There are also problems that arise from the vast amount of data that the police might 
have available – it can be difficult to know what to leave out when attempting to 

construct a crime map.

Additional problems can arise from inconsistencies in how the locations of crimes may be 
recorded by the police. 

However, In order to work, it requires accurate data on the offences that have been 
committed in an area.

It is also based on well-established psychological principles and conducted in a scientific 
manner: hypotheses are developed which can be tested against evidence and modified 

or rejected as the evidence dictates.

It is of considerable value in helping determine how to deploy resources, allows informed 
judgements to be made about which crimes are linked and can contribute significantly to the task of 

narrowing down a list of suspects.



EVALUATING 
GEOGRAPHICAL 
PROFILING

Not enough 
research, but 

between 1991 & 
2001 Rossmo`s 

system `Rigel` was 
used to investigate 

1,426 crimes.

On average the 
profiler correctly 

identified the 
offenders residence  

within the central 
5% of the offence 

area.

It was most effective 
for arson, varying 
for other crimes.

In particular, a 
disturbing scenario 
arose in relation to 

the influential 
profiler Paul Britton 
and the murder of 

Rachel Nickell.



SUMMARY OF 
GEOGRAPHICAL/
INVESTIGATIVE 
PROFILING

Canter`s approach is best viewed in 
terms of its empirical basis of 
consistent analysis of systematic data 
sets and characteristics of known 
offenders.

Statistical profiling has left behind 
many of the flaws of FBI style profiling 
and can be applied to not just serial 
killers and severe crimes, but other 
crimes such as arson and fraud.

Whilst Canter`s work began as mainly 
statistical, new theoretical viewpoints 
have been embraced and it may well 
be a positive step forward.



SOME LAST 
POINTS 
REGARDING 
GEOGRAPHICAL 
AND 
INVESTIGATIVE 
PROFILING…

Geographical (spatial) or environmental 
theories of offender profiling are varied and 
there are multiple versions available based 
on similar psychological principles such as 
RAT and rational choice. The complexities of 
these approaches are too detailed to be 
dealt with in a single lecture.

Investigative profiling does attempt to go 
beyond the geographical boundaries and  
uses established psychological theories and 
methods of analysis to predict offender 
characteristics from offending behaviour. 
Please refer to the chapter entitled `Beyond 
profiling`.

Some theorists propose an additional type of 
profiling referred to as clinical profiling, 
which uses insights from psychiatry and 
clinical psychology to aid investigation where 
an offender is thought to be suffering from a 
mental illness or psychological abnormality.



TYPOLOGICAL 
OFFENDER 
PROFILING 
(US TOP-
DOWN 
APPROACH)

Both typological and geographic offender 
profiling represent attempts to work out the 
characteristics of an offender/s from the 
characteristics of their offences.

However, they are quite different in how they are 
applied to crimes and the types of information 
they provide about offenders. 

Unlike geographic profiling, which looks at the 
distribution of series of crimes, typological 
profiling focuses primarily on behavioural 
evidence obtained at the scene/s of specific 
crime/s. Evidence about how the offender 
committed the crimes is used to assign them to a 
particular category of offender. 



DIFFERENCES 
CONTINUED...

Different categories of offender are believed to 
have different psychological characteristics. 
Category information is combined with other 
insights to build up a picture of the sort of 
person who committed the crime/s. 

Unlike geographical profiling, which is applied 
to all sorts of crime, typological profiling tends 
only to be used in cases of stranger murder and 
rape where several offences are connected.

Typological profiling is based on law expertise, 
whilst geographical profiling is focused on 
psychological expertise.

Typological profiling is based on qualitative 
information whilst geographical profiling is 
based on quantitative information.



FOUR 
PROCESSES 
TO THE FBI 
APPROACH

Data assimilation: Investigators gather 
together information from multiple 
sources e.g. crime scene photos, police 
reports, pathologists’ reports.

Crime scene classification: Profilers 
decide whether  the crime scene 
represents an organised or disorganised 
offender.

Crime reconstruction: Hypotheses are 
generated about what happened during 
the crime e.g. Victim behaviour, crime 
sequence

Profile generation: Profilers construct a 
`sketch’ of the offender including 
demographic and physical 
characteristics, behavioural habits



TYPE OF 
OFFENDER: 

ORGANISED OR 
DISORGANISED?

❖The determination that a crime scene is 
organised or disorganised is based on evidence 
of planning on the offender’s part. 

❖A disorganised crime scene suggests 
unplanned, chaotic behaviour, whereas an 
organised one suggests control and forethought. 

❖The profile eventually constructed will often go 
beyond the typical characteristics of 
organised/disorganised offenders and include 
information extrapolated from the crime scene 
about the offender’s physical characteristics, 
employment/skill set, sexual history, age and 
ethnic group (which are usually similar to the 
victim’s).



CRIME SCENE:
AMERICAN APPROACH (HAZELWOOD, 1987)

organised

▪Weapon brought to scene, Evidence 
removed, Control of victim

▪Victim is often a stranger

▪Unknown to victim, Socially & sexually 
competent, Normal to high 
intelligence, Angry/depressed

▪Follows media coverage of the attack

▪Usually living with a partner

disorganised

▪Weapon improvised, Evidence left 
at scene,  Little control of victim, 
Possibly known to victim

▪Little planning

▪Minimum use of constraint

▪Socially & sexually inept, Low 
intelligence, Severely mentally ill

▪Lives alone, possibly abused in 
childhood

▪Confused at time of attack 



UNDERPINNING 
PSYCHOLOGICAL 

ASSUMPTIONS 
AND EVIDENCE

Cross situational consistency

Offenders will be consistent across all of their behaviours. 
Little research conducted to support this in crime, but exists 
in personality research.

Offender consistency hypothesis

Offenders will be consistent across all of their crimes of 
the same nature. Evidence supports the idea that 
behaviour generated by the individual is more consistent 
than behaviour generated by the environment. Studies look 
at arson, burglary, robbery, murder & stranger sex.

Homology assumption

Offenders displaying particular crime scene behaviours 
should have similar characteristics. 



STRENGTHS 
OF OFFENDER 
PROFILING 

As the first systematic approach to offender profiling, the 
FBI’s approach has been enormously influential. It has been 
adopted by law enforcement agencies all over the world, 
many of whom, like the NCID Offender Profiling Unit in the 
Netherlands, have adapted and enhanced it. 

Ainsworth (2001) suggests that offender typologies are 
potentially very useful in allowing offences to be linked and 
facilitating predictions about the timeframe of the next 
attack. 

FBI-inspired attempts to obtain and organise data about 
different types of offender have been important in 
challenging the stereotypes that investigators may hold 
about offenders and which may mislead investigations. 

E.g. Clarke and Morley (1988) interviewed 41 convicted 
rapists responsible for over 800 offences and found that, 
contrary to the stereotype of an inadequate loner, they 
were typically very average men, living in normal family 
circumstances, often intelligent and in skilled employment.



WEAKNESSES 

Critics have centred on how objective the process actually 
is; the scientific status of the evidence and the usefulness 
of the profiles it generates.

A typological approach to profiling assumes that offenders 
are one thing or the other and that this is stable. Wilson et al., 
(1997) suggest that neither assumption is correct: most 
offenders show both organised and disorganised features 
and they may shift from one to the other between crimes. This 
obviously limits the usefulness of such profiles. 

Canter (2000) points out that the crime scene evidence on 
which profiles are based is often incomplete and 
ambiguous, which means judgements based on the 
evidence are necessarily speculative.

Additionally, it is up to the profiler to decide which 
aspects of the crime scene evidence are important in 
determining the profile. Consequently, different profilers 
may reach different conclusions from the same evidence.



There are problems with the data on which the FBIs 
typologies were originally based. The sample of 36 
offenders is small and it is not obvious that the methods 
and motives of the very rare types of offender interviewed 
generalise to other offenders. 

The data were obtained by interviewing offenders who 
may well have a distorted recall of their own crimes and 
who are known for being manipulative, raising questions 
about the data’s validity. 

Ainsworth points out that there have been few serious 
attempts to establish the validity of the FBIs offender types 
using scientifically verifiable methods.

Howitt (2009) calls the evidence base ‘glaringly minimal’. The 
evidence presented in favour of the FBI system has largely 
been narrative, in popular accounts of offender profiling. The 
problem is that profilers are far more likely to report their 
successes than their failures, giving a distorted view of how 
often profiles contribute to the apprehension of offenders.



HOW USEFUL 
IS OFFENDER 
PROFILING?

There remain serious questions about how useful 
offender profiles actually are. Police may give 
favourable opinions of profiles even when they are 
completely wrong. 

An analysis of offender profiles by Snook et al (2007) 
found that they were based on scientific argument and 
evidence only a minority of the time, leading to the 
suggestion that most profiles contain little more than 
common sense. 

A significant problem is that it is not clear how the 
usefulness of a profile could objectively be measured. 
If a profile contains 20 statements, only 10 of which 
are accurate, is it a success or a failure? 

A related issue is the specificity of the information in 
the profile. Like a newspaper horoscope, a profile 
could be sufficiently vague to be ‘right’ no matter what 
the offender turns out to be like, but clearly a profile 
that vague would contribute little to solving a case.

Ultimately, whilst most agree that profiling has the 
potential to assist police investigations there is little 
agreement about precisely how far it may be able to 
help.



Turvey (1999) warns against using profiling as anything 
other than suggesting probabilities. He cites the case of 
Rachel Nickell, studied by Kocsis et al., (1998). 

Whilst walking her two-year-old son on Wimbledon 
Common, Rachel Nickell was stabbed 49 times (in front of 
her son). Profiler Paul Britton prepared a psychological 
profile for the police. Colin Stagg fitted the profile. 
However, there was No Evidence.

Working with Britton, a female officer went undercover and got to 
know Stagg in the hope of extracting evidence from him. Stagg 
was arrested. However, the trial showed many inconsistencies. For 
example, Stagg knew the location of the crime but said 
(incorrectly) that Rachel Nickell had been raped. These 
inconsistencies were ignored by the police who were sure that the 
profiling had led them to the offender. The female police officer 
later resigned from her job. 

Turvey (1999) concludes that this is an example of 
profiling being taken too far.



FINALLY… A 
SUMMARY OF 
FBI 
PROFILING

Offender profiling aims to take information from a 
crime scene to assess the characteristics of an 
offender.

It ranges from intuition to careful statistical analysis.

All profiling assumes a form of homology.

Police regard it favourably and regard it as useful 
despite contradictory findings! Statistical profiling 
has more evidence to support it than typological 
profiling.

It is popular with the media, leading to an emphasis 
on profiling-based approaches to crime detection.
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